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Paralysis: A Revolutionary Form of War 

Smce the begmnmg of recorded time. man has sought to rmpose his wrll on others. The act 

of violently nnposing the collectrve wrh of a group upon another 1s what has become known as war 

Whtle Clausewitz’s essence of war remams tuneless, other theorrsts from Jomuu to M&an to 

Douhet to Mao focused therr efforts on offering ways to nnprove existing forms of war Each of 

these theorists operated in a paradigm relymg on the accomphshment of sequential acts of vrolence 

--whether drrect or mdrrect m nature--to accomplish the obJective Thts was the only manner in 

which they could address their hnear world In thrs parad&- war took on the varrous forms of 

attrztron, anrzihzlatzon, and dzsruptzon. The unfoldrng transitron from the industrial age to the age 

of information has opened a door to a new form of war, not based on sequent& acts, but on acts 

operatrng m parallel Thrs new paradigm was previewed rn small measure durrng the Gulf War and 

is much more than stealth technology, precrsion gurded weapons, and rapid maneuver ParaZyszs 

wrll fundamentally change the way future wars are waged Those who can master its capabrhtres as 

well as understand its limrtatrons will occupy the new hrgh ground. Tins essay wrll analyze the 

evolving theory of war forms and apply Clausewitz’s timeless princrples regardrng the essence of 

war to gam an appreciation of the revolutronary war form of paralyses. 

Sequential Attack The paradigm of sequentral attack yielded the three prtmary forms of war that 

strll remam m use today Each of these forms of war sought drfferent approaches m defeatmg 

enemy forces. They were chosen based on relative mrlitary strength (actual and potentral) as well 

as how much of that strength one was willing to comtmt towards obtammg a partrcular objective. 

War took on the form of ann&rlation when a capability existed to apply overwhelming force against 
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an adversary Tlus form of war sought to override much of Clausewitz’s cautions on the nature of 

war by provrdrng the means to overcome any uncertamty of battle Its goal is to quickly compel the 

adversary to submit to your wrll Some examples mclude the imtlal French vrctories under 

Napoleon, General Grant’s strategy to end the Amencan Crvll War, and the Germans conception of 

operatrons at the begmnmg of World War II. Anmhilatron requrres a commttment of a huge 

amount of resources that can place great burden on the vrctor Imtral success can also tend to take 

on a life of its own by expandmg one’s objectives and exceedmg a logical culmmatrng pomt 

Addrtronally, devastatrng an opponent can also result in an rnabrhty to achieve a lasting and better 

state of peace. Anmhilatron is often thought of as an American way of war Russell Wergley stated 

that, ‘-Grant became the prophet of a strategy of anmhrlation in a new drmension, seeking the hteral 

destruction of the enemy’s armres as the means to victory “’ The promise of a quick victory often 

fded and transformed into our next form of war 

A strategy of attntion generally occurs between forces of roughly equal capabrlity This can 

also occur when a stronger force exceeds its culrnmating point, or when one’s level of comnntment 

to the objective results in an rnabrhty to employ the means necessary to anmhilate the adversary 

Attrition seeks to wear down the opponent to a point that annrhrlatron 1s possrble, the adversary 

looses the abrlity to contmue to resist, or hrs wrlI erodes Thrs way of war 1s generally costly m 

terms of hves and treasure, and tends to be of long duration. Some examples include World War I, 

the Pa&c aspects of World War II, some revolutionary wars, and the Iran-Iraq War Sequential 

solutrons to this form of war involve concentratron, maneuver, mass, and attempts to seek an 

indirect approach Most theorists on the conduct of war simply offered new sequentral solutions to 

break the stalemate of attrrtron war. Attritron warfare often devastates the loser and makes the 

price of victory arguably higher than the value of the objective. 
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The sequential war form of drsruptlon is applied when one side has insufficient means to 

engage the adversary, or when one’s commrtment to the objective does not warrant applymg the 

necessary means Tins form of war 1s usually waged as a result of relative weakness (physical or 

psychologrcal) Disruption seeks to avoid nnlitary strength by avoiding engagement and mtlrctrng 

small amounts of damage on an opponent Thrs form of war seeks to convince the opponent that 

the cost of success IS not worth the objective In time, the dnxuptmg force mtght gam m strength 

and transltlon to another prevrously discussed form of war Some examples mclude the Amerrcan 

Revolutron, aspects of the Vretnam War, and Mao’s imtral protracted war m China Disruption 

usually requrres a long term commitment and 1s most effectrve when the adversary 1s not totally 

comnxtted towards the objective 

Parallel Attack The ends (political oblectrve), ways (paralyzing the enemy), and means 

(capabihtres and vulnerabihties) associated tvrth parallel attack provide a useful way 1~1 which to 

understand its nnphcatlons Ultrmately the pohtrcal arm of war remains constant regardless of the 

form of war In its basic construct. the idea of attamrng the objective by paralyzrng the enemy 1s 

not new. Clausewrtz called the ideal form of war “the strtkmg of blows everywhere at the same 

tnne “* Addltronally, Lrddell Hart foresaw the rmportance of paralyzing an enemy to wrn wars at 

the lowest possible cost He stated that, “It 1s thus more potent, as well as more economrcal to 

disarm the enemy than to attempt hrs destructron by hard fightmg . A strategist should thtnk m 

terms of paralysis, not krlling “’ Hart further argued that, “Pressure on the government of a 

country may suffice to cancel all the resources at its command. so that the sword drops horn a 

paralyzed hand ‘,J While parallel attack seeks to overwhelm the enemy’s abrlity to defend 

everywhere, sequentral attack allows the enemy an opportumty to defend from follow-on attacks at 
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specrfic--often predictable--locations Parallel attack seeks to exploit the synergrstrc benefits of 

brrngrng down an entire system as opposed to sequential attack that seeks to exploit achievements 

at the tactical level of war The goal of parallel attack 1s to prevent an adversary t?om respondmg, 

whrle sequential attack seeks to exhaust the adversary through contmuous efforts to erode ins 

means to wage war 

Parallel attack was not an option to past commanders because they had to concentrate to 

defeat a weaker portion of the enemy force Once a portion of the force was beaten in deta& the 

vrctorious commander could concentrate agam and move on to attack another enemy weakness 

Tins process 1s normally very tune consuming and gives the adversary numerous opportumtres to 

improve hrs sltuatron. Ideas such as culnnnatrng pomt, campaign phasing, and our entire 

perspective regardmg offensive versus defensive operations are results of the sequential paradigm 

Technological advances are rapidly approachmg that will allow near snnultaneous attack on 

virtually every enemy strategic target Thrs forces us to rethmk ideas that, until now. have been 

fundamental to warfare The Combined Bomber Offensive of World War II sought to achieve 

paralyses by usmg sequential attacks against Germany ’ Vast amounts of resources were dn-ected 

towards thrs arm. Wlnle thrs campargn fell far short of expectations for a varrety of reasons, its 

greatest obstacle was the avarlable technology Yet, despite the relatively small numbers of targets 

selected. the rnaccuracy of the platforms, and the sequential manner in which the campargn was 

prosecuted. the German system was unquestronably strained 6 For the entire year of 1943, only 50 

strikes against German strategic targets occurred By contrast, the first 24 hours of Desert Storm 

saw over 150 strrkes on Iraqi strategic targets.’ The contmurng exponentral increase rn technology 

will provide the commander with the means to snnultaneously strrke vntually every rdentifiable 

strategic target at the outset of hostihties. 



The ways m which parallel attack could be apphed requrre that the adversary be viewed m a 

completely dfierent manner than he was vrewed m the context of sequential attack From a drug 

cartel. to an lnternatronal terrorist rrng, to a technologrcally advanced nation-state. each opponent 

can be viewed as a serves of systems. One way of lookmg at thrs 1s by usmg a model offered by 

Colonel John Warden This model examines potentral adversaries as a system of systems and 

serves to break down each system mto its fundamental parts Thrs model 1s essentially a five-rmged 

bullseye, wrth the enemy’s leadership m the center. -Movmg out from the center are the rings of 

systems essentials, infrastructure, population, and the enemy’s fielded forces ’ 

Once you identify the adversary’s system of systems, you can determme which nodes are 

critical to the system’s fimctroning The key is to apply parallel attack agarnst these points to create 

a cascadmg deterioration 1~1 the enemy’s abrhty to function as a system Thrs is ultimately achieved 

by recogmzmg the centers of gravrty that he at the core of the enemy’s strategic system In theory, 

the snnultaneous attack of these pomts wrll result 1~1 paralyzmg selected portrons of the entire 

system Once one achreves an acceptable degree of paralyses, the adversary would either have to 

accept your terms--i e. the tradrtional Clausewrtzran irnpositron of w&-or suffer a more tradrtronal 

and devastating anmhilation 

The Gulf War gave us a ghmpse mto this form of war A very prinntrve (by future 

standards) form of parallel attack was the core strategy from the outset of coahtron hostrhtles 

Iraq’s nnlitary capabrhties were systematrcally analyzed using the five-ringed model. Given the 

political arms of the war, crmcal nodes were identrfied that, when attacked in parallel, would 

produce quick strategrc effects throughout the Iraqi system9 Recent technological advances m the 

areas of mtelligence, stealth, and precision munitrons provided the means of attacking these nodes 

Whrle the resultrng degree of paralysis did not cause “the sword to fall from a paralyzed hand,” rt 



did render Iraq’s nnlitary vntually useless when coalition forces advanced 111 more traditional ways 

Despite the follow-up use of sequential attack, the outcome of this conlhct was decided by the 

overwhelming application of a limrted parallel attack against a formidable enemy The measure of 

paralysis rnfhcted on the Iraqi system suggests the potential nnphcatlons of thxs new form of war rn 

the years to come 

The primary way parallel attack was applied during the Gulf War was by an power, but it 

would be a nustake to equate ax power alone wrth tlxs form of war Such a parochial view would 

unnecessarily limit the ultimate potential of parallel attack Every wable means must be exploited 

and apphed Jointly to prevent a potent& adversary from countenng this new form of war 

The means employed to achreve paralysis nr future confIxt are as unhmited as man’s abihty 

to understand his environment and create new capabrhties to interact wnh and mampulate it Given 

the rapid pace of technological advancement, rt would be meamngless to attempt to try to predict 

the types of capabnmes that might be avanable to the commander However, the source of power 

for the means to wage parallel attack will, no doubt, be information based. As stated by Alvin 

Toffler, %formatron is the central resource of the third-wave It 1s the on of the future *“’ 

Informatron will snnply alter our concept of tune, space. and distance Fueled by information. it is a 

given that there will be magnitudes of advances nr vntually every concervable area What 1s less 

certain is whether we will fully grasp the paradigm slut? from sequential to parallel attack and avoid 

the temptation to apply these advances in capabihties to old forms of war Such a nnstake would 

leave a tremendous opening for those who will seek more creative ways to a&eve then obJectIves 

While sequential combat is identified with concentration, mass, and maneuver, parallel 

attack connotes a de-emphases on mass, precision, and system-based targeting The apphcation of 

parallel attack wnl not recognize a linear definition of the battlefield, employ less destructive but 

6 



more lethal means, and blur the hnes between the strategic, operational, and tactxal levels of war 

Clausewitz and the Essence of War Paralysis, obtainable through the paradigm of parallel 

attack, wrlI not constitute an end to the evolutron of mihtary theory Adversmes will attempt to 

mmimrze then vulnerabihtres and seek new ways to apply asymmetrrc force against a 

technologically superror foe, just as was done under sequential attack. Paralysis is, rn actuality. the 

cousin to annilnlatlon In Clauswrtzian terms, the discussion so far refers to “ideal” war waged 

under the emerging paradigm of parallel attack. “Real” war wxll yreld to Clausewrtz’s timeless 

concepts of complexny, fog and friction, commander’s gernus, and the balancrng of the trnnty 

between the government, commander, and people. l1 The remainder of this essay wrll focus on 

paralyzmg the enemy under real cn-cumstances and attempt to venture beyond the current--and 

likely, temporary-Xnited States’ monopoly of this form of war 

All of the factors that Clausewnz attributes to the difference between “ideal” and “real” war 

wrll not only contmue m the realm of parallel attack, but will, m actuality. become even more 

relevant Lrke sequential attack, parallel attack will be waged against a thmking adversary who w-nl 

hkely understand both his and our weaknesses and attempt to counter our actions Defensively, he 

nnght corrupt our intelligence, acquire redundant capabihtles, or, snnply, refuse to abide by our 

standards of rationahty and accept that his paralysis and rnevltable doom warrant surrender. 

Offensively, he might seek to attack through anonymous acts, complicating our ability to determme 

how--and at whom--to strike back Our most feared aspects of war (terrorrsm., blackmail, and use 

of w_MD) wrll likely nxrease as a means to combat the effectiveness of paralysis. 

The new paradigm of parallel attack will invalidate many of the axroms that seemed tnneless 

rn a hnear world However, Clausewrtz’s revelations regarding the essence of war--with its ability 
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its abrhty to take on a chameleon-hke character--wrIl remain wrth us. War will hkely become even 

more complicated under the new paradigm All of tlns means that fog and fiictron, complexny, and 

the genms of the commander will continue to a&-m that, “Everythmg rn war is very simple, but the 

simplest thing is ticult.“” 

Clausewnz defined the essence of war through a trnuty composed of prn-nordntl violence 

and passion, chance and probabihty mfluenced by creatlvrty, and instrument of pohcy subjected to 

reason alone I3 He further stated that, “these three tendencies are hke different codes of law, deep 

rooted m then subJect and yet varrable in then relatronsmp to one another A theory that Ignores 

one of them seeks to fix an arbitrary relation&p between them would con&t with reahty to such 

an extent that for tlxs reason alone it would be totahy useless “M Clausewnz identifies the people, 

the commander, and the government as the prllars of this essence of war 

The success of paralysis will depend on the proper balance of tlus trnnty First. the wrll of 

the people remains crmcal Parallel attack requires a lngher level of peacetime commitment than 

does sequential attack The speed m winch one needs to attack and defend wrll not only require 

substantial resource allocations, but the people’s wrlhngness to accept a new set of ethical norms 

Parallel attacks wnl all but ehmmate the dlstmction between combatants and non-combatants, as 

well as between front and rear It threatens to remove safe areas from the theater of operations 

mtenslfylng uncertanrty Collateral damage, wl-nle less destructive in nature, wrh be JIM as lethal. 

Issues ranging from deception to unmtended casualties resultmg from globahzatlon of world 

structures will all affect various aspects of the people’s wnl to support future confhcts Simrlarly, 

defense from parallel attack could linut or otherwise challenge indrvidual freedoms and hn-ther 

strain the will of the people The requrrement to protect access to lnformatlon will also require 

government involvement in areas now considered irrelevant to national security and thus in the 

8 



prrvate domain III most democracres 

The commander wrh also endure new challenges due to the umque aspects of parallel 

attack Fnst, his forces wrh hkely operate globally, wrth dinnmshed regional control Hrs 

dependence on national, vrce theater, assets wA comphcate hts abrhty to control his forces 

Numerous agencies outsrde the DOD wrll assume even greater roles than they play today Proper 

targetrng of systems wiu reqmre far more extensrve coordinatron than presently reqmred. The 

commander wiJl also have to apply “gemus” to a greatly increased array of options Along wrth 

controlling the an, land. and sea, commanders wrll also have to contend wrth wmmng the 

lnformatron battle and controlling cyberspace Dommatron of the entrre electromagnetic spectrum 

v&l also reqmre careful planmng and execution.” Frnally, new tools like non-lethal weapons. 

unmanned systems, and real-tnne battle damage assessment wrll provide the commander with new 

avenues for complexrty, fog and friction, and uncertamty to take its toll. 

Frnally, the government wrll hkely not have the lead tnne to engage m lengthy debate of 

pohtrcal objectives that was customary in democracies engaged III more tradmonal forms of 

warfare Pohtrcal objectives wrll have to contain clear end state guidance, as the mihtary means to 

accomphsh the objectives could be employed m multrple ways--rangmg from destructron to 

temporary paralysis. Future conflicts might consist of a srngle contrnuous strrke, leaving httle room 

for reassessmg politrcal end states or rntra-war bargannng The idea of defending the US from 

parallel attack wrJl also add a new dnnension to national securrty The statesman wrll have to 

accept that nnhtarily weak adversaries, properly financed and skilled, could wage silent war by 

attackmg such vulnerabnmes as financial markets to computer networks 

The emergmg paradigm shrft from sequentral to parallel attack wrll not rnvahdate 

Clausewitz’s theories on the essence of war. However, it wrll provide the statesman and the 
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commander wrth a wrder array of options m dealing w-&h adversarres across the peace to war 

contnnu.un Those who fail to fully understand thrs unfoldrng revolutionary slnft will hkely find 

themselves at the mercy of those who have mastered it 

In summary, the linear paradigm that has donnnated man’s thmkmg 1s bemg replaced urlth a 

world where d&axe, speed, and trme acquire new meanmg. Thts new paradrgm wrll offer a new 

form of war, relyrng on parallel rather than sequential actions. In t& emerging form of war, the 

concepts of mass, concentration, and maneuver wrll be replaced by precision and systematic 

targeting Ideally, one who masters thrs form of war will be able to quickly paralyze the adversary 

and achieve the enduring objective of breakmg the opponent’s will However, the Clausewrtzlan 

tnneless concepts of complextty, fog and fktction, commander’s gemus? and the essence ofwar as 

described 111 the trnnty wrlI continue to define the nature, purpose, and conduct of war Paralysis, 

while revolutionary m form, wnl ultnnately not change the human essence of war 
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